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Book Review
Schul, James E., (2019). Paradoxes of the Public School: Historical and
Contemporary Foundations of American Public Education. Charlotte:
Information Age Publishing. $45.99 ISBN: 978-1641136501
Dr. Schul’s textbook for teachers-to-be, is a meaningful overview of the
history of public education in America. The book covers a wide-range of events,
concepts, and personalities, at an appropriate depth, and in meaningful bitesized pieces. The use of paradoxes helps illustrate the tensions inherent to the
teaching profession as well as the dynamic role assumed by teachers in their
communities. The paradoxes chosen by the author cover a number of themes
including the philosophical foundations of America’s public schools, the changing
pedagogically options for America’s teachers, and major social issues that have
impacted schools and classrooms, including the influence of the federal
government (through legislation and legal decisions). The book has fourteen
chapters, each one fleshing out a notable educational paradox. The chapters
have a consistent format which gives the author a useful template from which to
introduce new material. Arguments and data from both sides of each paradox
are presented.
Preparing today’s teachers is fundamentally an effort to maintain, if not
improve, our nation’s democracy and society. Dr. Schul’s book is commendable
in that he addresses this mission in an engaging fashion, one that meaningfully
exposes the many underlying challenges that experienced teachers have come to
appreciate.
Overview
Any textbook starts with a focused mission: to be accomplished in a finite
number of weeks, with an audience conflicted with other concerns and
priorities. Dr. Schul’s book acknowledges his audience’s limitations yet provides
the historical details and message of a proud profession. The full history of
America’s schools covers many bookshelves – so a culling is required for a one
semester course. This book includes a significant number of relevant historical
issues (I have read a shelf’s worth of those educational history books yet found,
in this text, many interesting historical points as well as connections between
points that were new and useful). Being a teacher may seem straight-forward to
the new teacher candidate – after all they watched 12 years of teachers in their
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elementary to high school years. Yet the many tensions that lurk behind the
teacher’s smile are not known, but need to be known by this new recruit. The
text’s use of paradoxes is a clever mechanism to introduce the new teacher to
that behind-the-scenes hotbed of issues they will soon need to navigate. In the
first half of the book, historical figures play the key role as the ground work of
the creation of public schools in the US is detailed. Pillars of educational theory
and major curricular solutions are briefly introduced, not intended to be
explained in detail but to be compared with competing possibilities. The second
half of the book introduces the federal government’s constraints and
expectations that have been imposed on the school and classroom. Again, a
detailed understanding of each policy and legal case is not provided but the
current positions within the paradox are stated and the roads-not-taken are
identified. The book provides a robust insight into the complex and historyladened role a new teacher assumes when they join the ranks.
The Paradoxes
The text’s paradoxes (professional challenges) are initially arranged
chronologically and later spread out to cover themes that overlap in today’s
school. I would put the fourteen chapters into three groupings. First are the
paradoxes that challenged our nation’s founders - issues that define our
democracy; these challenges include religion, democracy, and freedom. Each of
these paradoxes is used to enlighten a significant principle in our common/public
school movement. A second set of paradoxes focuses on the teaching profession
and options for classroom operation and curriculum development. These
paradoxes are labelled: teachers, reform, pedagogy, efficiency, technology, and
accountability. Each issue focuses on the day-to-day mechanics of a lesson plan
and the duties built into a teacher’s day. The third group of paradoxes address
significant social issues for which the school was/is expected to contribute to the
solution; issues like: race, segregation, social class, exceptionality, and gender.
These topics are familiar challenges to the health of our society for which the
school, classroom, and teacher are commonly asked to provide solutions.
The book methodically identifies each paradox, then offers a balanced
representation of the issues and facts related to the two (or more) competing
sides. The summaries of each chapter were well done with the author only
periodically leaning (gently) toward one side or the other. Interesting and
suggestive connections are commonly made to other paradoxes as well as facts
and participants mentioned in earlier chapters.
The details and insights provided for each paradox and to each side of the
issue are not glossed over with boring lukewarm commentary, but instead they
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are combined with descriptions of strong-willed individuals and associations to
moral and ethical concerns, and popular and unpopular trends. Individuals,
philosophies, policies, and legal opinions are given enough detail to become real
and significant landmarks in the reader’s understanding of the history covered.
Although there are innumerable possible paradoxes that could have
made it into the textbook, I found the fourteen chosen to be a solid overiew. It
would be easy to expand or add to a chapter’s concerns if one wanted to:
unionism could be addressed in the chapter on teachers, the role of debate in a
civil society added to the paradox on democracy, and the parents’ role in shaping
youth could be added to many of the social issue challenges.
The Textbook
Each chapter is organized in the same way. A chapter has six sections: 1)
a story; 2) an introduction to the concern being raised with the paradox
specifically stated; 3) five to six headings with specific content detailing the
issues related to each side of the paradox; 4) a summary; 5) four reflective
questions; and 6) references for the citations used in the chapter.
The story, which begins each chapter, is a creation of the author’s
imagination, an attempt to put a believable modern-day face on the chapter’s
professional dilemma. I was surprised to find I looked forward to these stories;
they were realistic and captured the essence of the paradox without being hokey
or dramatic. The introductions to the issue provided a quick review of the big
topics related to the educational puzzle ending with one sentence; a clearly
stated paradox. The substance of each chapter is a presentation of the pertinent
facts, personalities, and historical context. Issues needing detail are expanded
on, tables are provided if warranted, and connections made to other themes to
create a meaningful environment for the clarification of the paradox. Both sides
of the conflict are stated - generally in a balanced fashion so the reader
understands there were winners and losers; each paradox includes moral and
ethical issues and compares possible solutions. The summaries are generally a
one or two paragraph overview of earlier stated facts and events. The four
reflective questions attempt to involved the reader in the dilemma – to see both
sides of the thought-provoking nature of the paradox. These questions often ask
the reader to find a personal connection; or to pick a side and support it. The
references are a good place for the reader to go if they want to follow-up on the
historical facts, events and ethical issues cited in the chapter.
The chapters take about an hour to read and are easily reviewed for an
outline of the dilemma and the issues raised on either side of the paradox. The
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consistent layout of each chapter is quickly appreciated and provides the reader
with a pattern for understanding the underlying issues.
Personal Thoughts
Our American democracy requires a healthy curiosity of, and experience
in, understanding both sides of an argument. This book has imbedded in its
design a model for enhancing this curiosity and taking advantage of the
mechanisms for considering both sides to a disagreement. The arguments
provided, for each paradox, are laid out well and pertinent information is
provided. Neither side is made to look foolish and enough data is presented to
give credence to each side. The chapters’ reflective questions ask the student to
ponder the issues – to more fully appreciate and personally engage in the
paradox.
If I was still teaching (I am retired) I would use this textbook. It gives a
fantastic initial look at major historical events and issues which teachers need to
appreciate as they join the profession. It is an invigorating read – providing
enough detail to excite but not overwhelm the student. I would supplement the
text with additional readings for each chapter. These readings would connect
the students to original material related to both sides of the paradox (readings
that may not have been included or only briefly mentioned in the text) – so the
student could follow their own curiosity in a specific line of thinking. These
readings would hopefully give greater substance to their responses to the
reflective questions and class discussions.
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